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Abstract: This paper reviews the most recent literature on the fertility of migrant 
populations in Europe. In a systematic review of 21 peer-reviewed journals, we 
found that the literature has focused almost exclusively on actual behaviours re-
lated to the quantum and timing of births; it primarily investigates the determinants 
of demographic behaviour related to the structural integration of migrants. Previ-
ous literature on the demographic behaviour of migrants in Europe used factors 
related to culture more as a residual explanation for group differences, but it barely 
addressed their role specifically. The aim of our Special Issue is to draw attention to 
the normative side of fertility and to include aspects of reproductive health and fam-
ily planning in the picture – both aspects are related to culture. This paper includes 
a short introduction to the articles contained in this Special Issue and proposes 
recommendations for future research. 
Keywords: Fertility norms · Family planning · Immigrants · Second generation · 
Cultural integration
1 Introduction and background 
This paper is the introduction to the Special Issue on “New aspects on migrant pop-
ulations in Europe: Norms, attitudes and intentions in fertility and family planning”. 
The papers in our Special Issue strive to answer the following research question: 
What are the patterns of the ideational dimension in fertility and family planning 
among immigrants? In order to do so the papers use different comparative perspec-
tives, such as different immigrant generations, immigrant groups in different desti-
nation countries, or between emigrants and stayers at origin. In summarising their 
findings together with the literature overview, this introductory chapter deals with 
the challenge of answering the overarching question: What can research on fertility 
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and family planning contribute to our knowledge of cultural integration processes 
of immigrants and their descendants in Europe? 
The first section describes the general motivation behind the Special Issue. In 
the second section, we summarise the literature on migrant fertility based on a sys-
tematic review of 21 international, peer-reviewed and SSCI-listed journals on popu-
lation studies, journals related to migration/integration, and journals on family and 
family planning published between 2010 and early 2018. The second section also 
introduces the papers of our Special Issue. In the third section, we draw conclusions 
from previous research and from the papers included here, leading to suggestions 
for future research. 
1.1 Immigration and minorities in Europe
Recent years have seen the heterogeneity of populations in Europe increase as a 
result of continuing immigration. The share of foreign citizens (i.e. persons holding 
foreign citizenship) had increased to 11.5 percent of the population living in the EU 
Member States on 1 January 2017 (Eurostat 2018). In the western European and 
Nordic countries, which had attracted migrant workers from the 1950s to the early 
1970s, the second generation is currently at the end of the family formation phase, 
while a third generation is coming of age. Southern Europe has evolved from a re-
gion of emigration to a destination for international migrants. Here, first-generation 
migrants are of family formation age and members of the second generation will 
soon fall under this category. While eastern European countries are destinations 
both for new immigrant groups and return migrants, they also have a long tradi-
tion of ethnic, cultural, and/or religious diversity (Triandafyllidou/Gropas 2007). All 
of these factors are contributing to a growing ethnic diversity between and within 
European countries. This has led to an increase in the share of births to foreign-born 
mothers relative to the total number of births in European countries. Consequently, 
the percentage figures for descendants of EU and non-EU migrants have increased, 
to 11.8 percent and 33.4 percent respectively, in the short period from 2008 to 2014 
(Eurostat 2016). On the one hand, these developments help to mitigate the demo-
graphic challenges facing European societies, such as ageing and shrinking popula-
tions (Eurostat 2002). On the other hand, this change in the population composition 
has also altered the cultural composition of the “old” continent. In terms of religious 
diversity, for instance, the proportion of Muslims has increased from 3.8 percent in 
2010 to 4.9 percent in 2016 (PEW 2017); this in turn fuels public debate on cultural 
differences and social cohesion between immigrant groups and non-migrant major-
ity populations, as well as on problems related to growing social inequalities which 
might arise (Holland/de Valk 2013). 
1.2 Previous empirical approaches to and analytical perspectives on 
immigrant fertility 
In order to understand how the overall fertility trend in European countries will de-
velop, it is necessary to understand the fertility puzzle with respect to ethnic/cultur-
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al/religious diversity, in particular the fertility differences between host populations 
(which are ageing and shrinking) and migrant groups (which are on average younger 
and increasing). Migrant fertility is a complex and interdisciplinary topic, both in 
terms of research on immigrant integration as well as policies related to family or/
and integration. 
Demographers only began to focus on migrant fertility in Europe at the start of 
this century. Until then, there had been very few papers examining the childbearing 
behaviour of foreigners (Kahn 1994; Carlson 1985). From around the year 2000 on-
wards, European demographers and family sociologists have increased their inter-
est in the fertility of international migrants, narrowing the gap with the North Ameri-
can literature, where this had long been a topic for both immigrant and ethnic/racial 
minorities. A decade ago, Kulu/Milewski (2007) argued that the increased interest 
in this subject was in part due to the application of the life course approach (Elder 
1985) to demography. 
Fertility behaviour is, on the one hand, the result of the degree to which individu-
als are embedded in their institutional context and of their socio-structural condi-
tions. Therefore, some authors have suggested that fertility behaviour should also 
be framed as an (indirect) indicator of structural/socio-economic integration (Kulu/
Gonzalez-Ferrer 2014). On the other hand, individual fertility behaviours are strongly 
influenced by norms shared by the social/cultural collective(s) to which the individu-
als belong as well as her/his own personal experiences (Fernandez/Fogli 2006). As 
a result, fertility behaviours have been used to measure the adaptation process of 
immigrants in the destination countries, and have been framed as one indicator of 
cultural integration (Algan et al. 2012).
Given the relatively short time span of research interest and the fact that the 
available data on international migrants in Europe is rather meagre (Kulu/Gonzalez-
Ferrer 2014), the amount of published work on migrant fertility is impressive and 
the variation of the research perspectives is relatively rich. Some of the previous 
literature has addressed migrant fertility in a truly demographic style, i.e. at the 
macro/aggregate level, looking at total fertility rate (TFR) (e.g., Sonnino 2003; Tou-
lemon 2004; Mussino et al. 2012) and the migrants’ contribution to the overall TFR 
(e.g., Sobotka 2008). Some authors focused on aspects of quantum using summary 
measures, such as the completed fertility at the end of the reproductive period (e.g. 
Mayer/Riphahn 2000; Wilson 2018). Others concentrated on fertility at the individual 
level, applying a life course perspective to transitions to parenthood and subse-
quent births (Andersson 2004; Kulu/Gonzalez-Ferrer 2014). 
Adopting the theoretical framework from fertility of internal migrants, research 
on international migrant fertility started out by comparing immigrants arriving at 
one destination. As awareness of differences in socio-economic compositions, cul-
tural traditions, and legal conditions (amongst other aspects) of international and 
internal migrants grew, the question of within-group variation by migrant genera-
tion and country of origin arose (Milewski 2007). The intergenerational comparison 
became even more important as the second generation entered the phase of adult-
hood and their share of the total populations increased (de Valk/Milewski 2011). 
The approaches mentioned used the majority population in a given country as the 
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point of reference for the processes of adaptation, working with the implicit as-
sumption that immigrants may become similar to the non-migrant population, as 
has been proposed ever since the start of classic assimilation theory (Gordon 1964). 
A rather recent approach is to ask about processes of becoming dissimilar within a 
migrant-origin group, whether that be due to different societal conditions at differ-
ent destinations (Milewski 2011) and/or the impact of the migration process which 
may cause differences between emigrants compared to stayers at origin (Baykara-
Krumme/Milewski 2017). Consequently, the comparison between international emi-
grants from one country to stayers at origin and to non-migrants at their destination 
has emerged (Puur et al. 2017). These approaches in studying the fertility of mi-
grants and their descendants became possible because the dissimilation perspec-
tive (FitzGerald 2012; Güveli et al. 2016) and the comparative integration context 
theory (Crul et al. 2012) were developed in other topics related to the consequences 
of international migration. Hence, data collections such as “The Integration of the 
European Second Generation” (Crul et al. 2012), the “Migrations between Africa and 
Europe” Project (Beauchemin 2018), the “2000 Families study” (Güveli et al. 2016), 
or EURISLAM (Hoksbergen/Tillie 2015) were initiated and offered new opportunities 
for analysis.   
Kulu/Gonzalez-Ferrer (2014) gave a comprehensive overview of the theoretical 
approaches and the empirical research carried out to date on migrant fertility in 
Europe, thereby opening up a discussion of opportunities for future research. They 
concluded that the fertility behaviour of international migrants and their descend-
ants differs from that of the populations at both destination and origin. However, 
controlling for demographic and socio-economic characteristics mitigates differ-
ences between non-immigrants and immigrants from high-fertility countries. As a 
result, they suggested concentrating on the impact of the institutional context. 
1.3 The ideational dimension in minority fertility 
Interestingly and surprisingly, however, almost all papers on migrant and minority 
fertility in Europe study this topic in the very strict sense of demographic behaviour, 
i.e. the timing and quantum of births. Actual fertility behaviour may be the result of 
family preferences, but also of the actual socio-economic conditions in which fertil-
ity decisions are embedded. Changes over time or in the life course, or differences 
in fertility behaviour between groups may reflect social inequalities and these may 
or may not be accompanied by differences or (preceding) changes in norms. When 
investigating fertility behaviour, it is hard to draw conclusions as to whether the 
cause of fertility differentials between migrants and non-migrants or between mi-
grant groups is related to socio-economic or cultural factors, and the interaction be-
tween culture and structure (Glick 2010). Cultural differences, cultural entrenchment 
(Forste/Tienda 1996), socialisation into a “sub-culture” (Milewski 2010), or “cultural 
maintenance” (Abbasi-Shavazi/McDonald 2000) are often given as a residual expla-
nation of remaining differences between different ethnic or migrant origin groups 
(Kulu/Hannemann 2016). Accordingly, in the case of similarities between different 
origin groups the conclusion drawn indirectly from the results is “cultural” integra-
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tion. But a true test for the hypothesis of cultural diversity in migrant fertility is still 
lacking. 
In this Special Issue, we include two aspects in which culture and fertility are 
intertwined: 1) There are the norms and attitudes related to the number of children 
a person should have in her/his lifetime, i.e. the ideational dimension of fertility. 
Studies of demographic behaviour faces the question how to include immigrants 
with children born prior to the move into the analyses because the can obviously 
not adapt to the destination context or only in higher parities. Usually, the exposure 
time and births that occurred before the move are excluded from the analyses. The 
study of the ideational dimension, however, allows to include immigrants with pre-
migration births into the picture. 2) Culture shapes how norms and attitudes are 
translated into intentions and how fertility intentions are realised; i.e. methods of 
reproductive health and family planning. This includes the questions of whether 
the arrival of a child should be planned or not and under what conditions a child 
should be born. Today, people in the West are used to the notion of planned parent-
hood. This requires a conscious decision to have a child and is regarded as the only 
responsible way in which children should arrive. The link between marriage and 
childbearing has become less strong. By contrast, in less industrialised countries, 
there are major differences in the use of family planning. Particularly in rural areas, 
in poorer contexts, and among those persons with a lower level of education, chil-
dren may “just arrive” in the absence of (effective) contraception, and do so mostly 
within the framework of marriage. Such cultural aspects, which may be highly inter-
twined with socio-economic factors and the availability of reproductive health care 
services – methods of reproductive health and family planning as well as norms and 
attitudes – have hardly been investigated in the previous literature on migrant and 
minority fertility in Europe.  
For international migrant groups, norms, attitudes and values regarding sexu-
ality and family are seen as indicators of cultural integration processes (Kalmijn/
Kraaykamp 2017). Consequently, rather than focusing solely on socio-economic 
determinants – regardless of whether this is the desired number of children, the 
ideal family size, childbearing intentions or expectations – attitudes should give us 
a better understanding of the cultural embeddedness of migrant fertility. Already 
10 years ago, Testa/Grilli (2006) emphasised the lack of reflection on the ideal fam-
ily size for the majority populations in Europe. Fertility ideals and desires may be 
relatively “soft” predictors (Sobotka/Beaujouan 2014) of the actual fertility behav-
iours, but they may be a better reflection of personal norms than of actual behaviour 
(Testa/Grilli 2006; Kuhnt et al. 2017) and may also allow for a better conclusion on 
the role of the normative context for fertility behaviour (Testa/Grilli 2006; Thom-
son 2015). Furthermore, many of the studies of the majority populations’ desired 
number of children justified their research interest by assuming there to be a gap 
between the number of children that are desired and realised respectively in the 
context of European welfare states, which are characterised by population ageing 
and do not reach replacement fertility levels. This assumed gap between desired 
and actual numbers is also given as a reason to implement social policies directed 
at gender equality and the reconciliation of family and work life (Touleman/Testa 
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2005). Such a fertility gap and potential policy implications have only been scientifi-
cally studied for members of the majority populations in European welfare states 
and not for immigrants. One reason for the omission of migrants from these re-
search questions may be that immigrants were shown to have higher average fer-
tility than non-migrants and that researchers may think that migrants therefore do 
not require further support. Another reason for this omission of migrants may be 
that the percentage of immigrants in European countries is increasing and there is 
growing concern about social inequalities in both politics and public discourse. This 
may, in turn, pose a challenge to social cohesion and increase conflicts between the 
groups. Measures that are designed not to hinder the realisation of fertility for the 
immigrant population may therefore seem a very sensitive topic. 
Accordingly, much of the previous literature on migrant integration has focused 
on human capital (i.e. education) and on economic aspects such as labour market 
participation, wages or poverty (e.g. Kogan 2003; van Tubergen et al. 2004; Penninx 
2005; Kesler 2006). In the past few years, however, the political debate as well as 
research on structural integration has begun to include cultural aspects (Algan et al. 
2012). Yet, the question as to what constitutes “cultural integration” remains open. 
The concept of cultural integration has been used to frame actual behaviour, such 
as intermarriage, language spoken at home, or educational achievement (e.g. Gor-
don 1964; Coleman 1994; Wilson et al. 2011), or to measure the difference between 
immigrants and native-born persons in terms of cultural habits, values, and beliefs, 
such as religiosity (Diehl/Koenig 2009), attitudes toward gender equality (Diehl et 
al. 2009; Spierings 2015; Mussino et al. 2018), or language proficiency (e.g. Caselli 
2015; Mussino et al. 2014). 
The main goal of this Special Issue is to focus on cultural aspects in the study of 
demographic behaviour among migrant and minority groups in Europe. We extend 
the literature first by adding the ideational or normative dimension, i.e. childbearing 
intentions and ideal family size, to the topic of fertility. Second, we include aspects 
of family planning in the picture, i.e. attitudes towards abortion and assisted re-
production. We use different comparative perspectives to explore the within-group 
variation among migrant populations by including the first and second generations, 
by comparing stayers at origin to emigrants at destination, and migrants in different 
destinations in order to disentangle the roles of selection, disruption, and adapta-
tion. While most of the previous studies have focused on women, we also devote 
attention to both sexes. The regional focus of the Special Issue is Europe. These 
papers examine new immigration contexts (e.g. Italy) and include eastern Europe 
(Russia, Estonia), where ethnic and religious minority groups have a longer tradition 
than the comparatively young immigrant minorities in western Europe. This allows 
us to extend theoretical considerations over a longer timeframe and to generalise 
from migrant minorities to minorities of any particular ethnic/cultural origin. 
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2 Previous literature and the contributions of this Special Issue  
2.1 Review summary
Our literature review spanned the period from 2010 to the beginning of 2018 and 
looked at 21 peer-reviewed journals (see Appendix Tab. A1). These cover subjects 
in demography and population studies in general, or focus explicitly on migrants 
and ethnic minorities, or on family and family planning. In selecting the journals, 
we followed the example of Kulu/Gonzalez-Ferrer (2014) but extended the list by 
adding journals on family planning. The time span covered a part of the review of 
Kulu/Gonzalez-Ferrer, but the years since the publication of their work were added. 
We found and explored 111 papers, about two thirds of which investigated topics of 
migrant fertility, while the remaining third addressed topics relating more to family 
planning, sexual behaviour and reproductive health. Most of these papers were em-
pirical studies based on quantitative data and methods. Our literature also covered 
migrant and ethnic/racial minorities in the traditional countries of immigration, not 
only Europe.
The subject of immigrant fertility in a demographic sense (i.e. the timing and 
quantum of births) is treated primarily in those journals that cover population de-
velopments; about 80 percent of the papers appeared in these journals. Migration 
journals and general family journals each accounted for only about 10 percent of the 
papers on migrant fertility. Migrant fertility has become a “European” topic; about 
three quarters of the papers focus on western Europe and to a very small extent on 
eastern Europe, whereas only one quarter focus on the United States, Canada, or 
Australia. In accordance with this finding, the analytical groupings being studied 
are mainly “migrants and their descendants”, and, to a lesser extent, “minorities”, 
be they racial, ethnic, or religious minorities. In Europe, Canada, and Australia, the 
origin groups being studied are mainly work migrants and their descendants, in 
particular those from non-Western countries, minorities from former colonial re-
gions (as in France, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom), or from neighbour-
ing countries (such as in the Nordic countries or the states belonging to the former 
Soviet Union). In the United States, these are mainly racial or ethnic minorities, i.e. 
blacks and Latinos. In terms of migrant fertility subjects, around 90 percent of the 
papers investigated behaviour; in this literature review we found only 10 papers 
that dealt with the ideational dimension of the subject. Among the topics covered, 
birth transitions stand out in terms of fertility behaviour. Interestingly, the appli-
cation of the life course approach and techniques of event history analysis are a 
“European” approach because this is found mainly in studies on European destina-
tion countries; this coincides with the emphasis on the migration process with both 
childbearing and moving as life course events. This also shows that minorities are 
framed mainly by their migrant origin in the European context. By contrast, macro 
measures (TFR, period TFR) were analysed mainly in the North American context. 
Summary measures (completed number of children) were a subject in both regions.
Unlike migrant/minority fertility, the subject of migrant family planning is a topic 
mostly covered in family journals (about three quarters of the papers were pub-
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lished in such journals), to a limited extent in demographic journals, and hardly at all 
in migration journals. It is an overwhelmingly North American topic and deals pri-
marily with ethnic/racial groupings. Among the topics covered, contraception ranks 
highest, featuring in about 55 percent of the articles, followed by studies related 
to sexual activity, including sexual partnership histories (50 percent). Other topics 
covered were induced abortions and unexpected/unwanted pregnancies (both less 
than 10 percent each). In this area of study, the percentage of papers focusing on 
attitudes is about one third as opposed to two thirds that investigate behaviours. 
When we consider these two fields of research topic – fertility and family plan-
ning – as well as the behavioural and the ideational dimension together, fertility 
behaviour clearly dominates the literature. While this is not surprising, we want to 
point out that the topic of family planning is almost a blind spot in the current litera-
ture on migrant and minority groups in Europe. 
2.2 Fertility intentions and family size/number of children
Actual fertility behaviours may be mediated by or appear as the result of different 
socio-economic factors (Miller/Pasta 1995; Ajzen/Klobas 2013). In this Special Issue, 
we therefore promote the idea that fertility preferences may be a more appropriate 
indicator of cultural integration because these are more representative of underly-
ing norms and ideology. When addressing the topic of “fertility preference”, how-
ever, we need to consider the variety of concepts, such as the desired number of 
children, personal ideal family size, intentions, or expectations. 
Fertility intentions, usually measured as short-term parity-progression inten-
tions, are generally considered to be relatively concrete, even if they are suscep-
tible to change over time and based on previous experiences (Namboodiri 1983). 
Although fertility intentions have been considered the most accurate measure of 
predicting fertility (van de Kaa 2001), the fertility intentions of immigrants and their 
descendants have been the subject of hardly any studies, either theoretical or em-
pirical. There are a small number of exceptions in the form of US studies that look 
at fertility intentions and outcomes, including unintended pregnancy or fathering, in 
particular for Latinos (Sorenson 1985; Rocca et al. 2010; Hartnett 2014; Daugherty 
2016). On the one hand, Hartnett (2014) looked at aggregate measures and found 
that Hispanics come closer to achieving parity intentions compared to non-Hispanic 
whites. On the other hand, at the individual level, Latinos are not more likely to meet 
their intentions. 
Our Special Issue includes two papers on fertility intentions in two European 
contexts. Erik Carlsson uses data from the Swedish Generations and Gender Sur-
vey (GGS) to investigate the short-term fertility intentions of immigrants and their 
descendants in Sweden (Carlsson 2018). His study sought to test whether immi-
grants adapt their fertility intentions towards the Swedish level over generations, 
and whether such intergenerational patterns vary by gender and regional origin. 
The results of Carlsson’s study suggest that the pattern of adaptation across mi-
grant generations, which is usually found in the literature on actual birth behaviours, 
also appears with respect to the ideational level of fertility. Whereas the first genera-
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tion’s fertility intentions are increased as compared to non-migrant Swedes, the in-
tentions of persons belonging to the generations 1.5 or 2 are rather similar to those 
of Swedes. However, this process varies among origin groups. Cultural proximity 
seems to play an important role in the process of generational change: the greater 
the cultural difference between the migrants’ country of origin and the destination 
(i.e. Sweden), the slower the process of cultural integration. 
The second paper on fertility intentions included in this Special Issue looks at 
the Estonian context; Allan Puur, Hanna Vseviov and Liili Abuladze use an origin-
destination perspective to compare the fertility intentions of Russian emigrants and 
their descendants in Estonia relative to non-migrants in Estonia and to stayers in 
Russia (Puur et al. 2018). They use data from the Estonian and Russian GGS and 
focus on women. Their research question is which individual and contextual factors 
may promote or hinder the convergence of the fertility levels of migrants and their 
descendants with those of the host society. Unlike the Swedish case, Puur et al. find 
evidence of cultural maintenance among the Russian emigrants and their descend-
ants in Estonia, who have fertility intentions which are more in line with those of 
their counterparts in Russia and different to the respective intentions of the non-mi-
grants at destination, i.e. Estonians. However, convergence of the fertility intentions 
of immigrants and their descendants with those in the host country is greater if the 
immigrants and their descendants are also integrated into other aspects of the host 
society, such as being proficient in the host country language and having a partner 
belonging to the majority population. As was the case with the paper by Carlsson on 
Sweden, this finding indicates that cultural embeddedness does matter.
Unlike the measures of fertility intentions, the more normative aspect of fertility 
preferences can be measured by “softer” indicators, such as the desired or the ideal 
number of children (Sobotka/Beaujouan 2014). These indicators generally express 
quantum preferences without a specified timeframe (e.g. Thomson 2015). Desires 
have been linked to more internal and personal norms (Testa/Grilli 2006; Kuhnt et al. 
2017), because by their nature they are often uncertain and subject to change over 
the life course (Thomson 2015). In our systematic literature review, the only paper 
that we found since 2010 which referred to migrants is that by Kraus/Castro-Martín 
(2018) on the Latin American 1.5 generation in Spain. The authors investigated fertil-
ity expectations and did not find any difference in the expected family size between 
adolescents of migrant and non-migrant origin. With regard to the expected age at 
childbearing, however, they found that fertility timing preferences of Latin American 
adolescents were influenced by the society of origin; their expected age at first birth 
was between that of their Spanish peers and that prevailing in their country of origin 
in Latin America. These findings point to a relatively rapid adaptation of migrant 
children to the childbearing norms in the host society.
Personal ideals, which are expressed under “ideal conditions”, are another indi-
cator used to measure the ideational dimension of fertility. These are assumed to be 
unaffected by other constraints and are also assumed to be more stable over time 
(Philipov/Bernardi 2011; Thomson 2015). Consequently, fertility ideals have been 
interpreted as reflecting the normative context (Trent 1980; Testa/Grilli 2006). This 
is why the study of the personal ideal family size of immigrants presents a promising 
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and (to date) underdeveloped opportunity when it comes to disclosing the relation-
ship between migration and fertility. In a descriptive paper, Penn/Lambert (2002) 
showed how different ethnic groups or migrants in different destination countries 
exhibit differences in their preferred timing for family formation. Differences were 
also found in the Netherlands in both the ideal age at childbearing and the family 
size among ethnic group origins (de Valk 2013), which suggests that the migrants’ 
childhood socialisation at origin has a lasting effect on fertility ideals. At the same 
time, there were significant intergenerational differences in the ideal family size 
among all the groups, with migrant children preferring a smaller family size than 
their parents, indicating that adaptation processes are at work. Some evidence of 
a socialisation effect by country of origin was found for Sub-Saharan African mi-
grants to France regarding their fertility ideals (Afulani/Asunka 2015). In the British 
context, Berrington (2018) looked at expectations for marriage and parenthood and 
confirmed the persistence of large ethnic differences in expectations for family tran-
sitions, with important divergences within the south Asian communities. Holland/
de Valk (2013) looked at ideal ages for marriage and parenthood among immigrants 
from over 160 countries of (parents’) origin living in 25 European countries. They 
found that origin influences the ideal of only the most recent migrants in terms of 
age of parenthood. 
One paper in our Special Issue focuses on fertility preferences, using the per-
sonal ideal family size among immigrant women in Italy. Eleonora Mussino and Livia 
Ortensi estimate the personal ideal family size of immigrant women in Italy using 
data from the ISTAT survey entitled “Social condition and integration of foreign 
citizens”, which was conducted in 2011-12, and they compare it with the prevail-
ing norm of stayers in their country of origin (Mussino/Ortensi 2018). They ana-
lyse determinants of agreement and disagreement with the Italians’ norm testing 
of the hypothesis of cultural socialisation being maintained against the hypothesis 
of adaptation. The authors find that the country of origin plays an important role 
in the determination of immigrants’ ideal family sizes. They conclude that cultural 
socialisation, measured both with the effect of country of origin and age at arrival, 
explains the persistence of the personal ideal family size norm. Furthermore, they 
suggest that the processes of convergence observed in actual fertility among first-
generation migrant women in Italy might be due primarily to financial restrictions 
or other disruptive phenomena rather than to a real and deeper change in fertility 
ideals. In line with this result, the time since migration has no significant impact on 
the match between personal and average family ideals of the country of origin. The 
authors conclude that it is hard to understand whether or not migrant’s ideals were 
inconsistent with those of their country at the migration stage (selection) already or 
whether they changed in the destination country, but they conclude that if migration 
drove the change, the effect is not time-dependent. 
2.3 Birth control and abortion 
In our systematic review of literature since 2010, contraception was the second ma-
jor topic addressed in the field of migrant and minority fertility. About a third of the 
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papers included topics on attitudes towards, utilisation of, satisfaction with, and 
knowledge about contraceptives. By contrast, the number of publications on in-
duced abortions was three in absolute terms out of approximately 100 papers, all 
of which dealt with actual behaviour and none on attitudes towards abortion. Some 
of the papers on contraception, however, mention the connection with abortion as 
they conclude that the use of (effective) contraception may prevent abortions (Ku-
sunoki et al. 2016). However, other papers relate the absence of (effective) contra-
ception to higher risks of sexually transmitted diseases (e.g., Deardorff et al. 2010), 
higher fertility (White/Potter 2013), higher risks of unintended pregnancies and relat-
ed social problems (Jacobs/Stanfors 2013), or barriers in health care service access 
(Dehlendorf et al. 2011). Almost all of the papers on contraception focused on the 
North American context; only one study investigated a European context looking at 
contraception and abortion (Agadjanian/Hyun Yoo 2018).
Empirical evidence on abortion is scarce because any research on the subject 
requires sensitive questioning, and because abortion is not permitted at all in some 
countries (Bankole et al. 1998). In general, the incidence of abortion is higher in East 
Asian countries than in Europe and North America. Within each of the continents, 
there is considerable variation between countries, however. In Europe, the abortion 
rates are lowest in countries in the west and north of the continent, but they are 
higher in southern Europe, with the highest rates estimated for countries in eastern 
Europe (Sedgh et al. 2016). 
Attitudes towards abortion are most conflicting in regions where induced abor-
tions are illegal or legal only on specific grounds, which coincides with higher inci-
dence rates in these regions (WHO 2005). Hence, certain immigrant groups in Eu-
rope originate from regions where the risks of an induced abortion are higher than 
in the majority population at destination, while at the same time the immigrants may 
hold less liberal attitudes towards abortion. Two studies by Helström et al. (2003 
and 2006) showed that the abortion rate was significantly higher among various 
immigrant groups in Sweden. They explained this finding as the sum of various risk 
factors, such as low education, a weak social network, poverty, unemployment, 
and being outside common pathways to health care (Helström et al. 2003). They 
reached a similar conclusion for teenage girls (Helström et al. 2006). Both stud-
ies showed that the utilisation of contraceptive methods was lower in immigrant 
groups. By contrast, immigrants to Russia – a societal context with rather high abor-
tion rates overall – were found to have lower abortion rates, but there was variation 
by their legal status (Agadjanian/Hyun Yoo 2018).
The findings regarding contraceptive use and abortion risks in relation to mi-
grants to Europe are similar to the large body of empirical evidence on migrant and 
racial minorities in the US – even though the minority and majority groups in both 
continents are different in terms of their ethnic composition, their religious compo-
sition and adherence to religious beliefs, and even though the policies regulating 
access to birth control and abortion and the access to the health care systems are 
different too. The minority groups are found to use contraception to a lower extent 
(Poncet et al. 2013) and to have induced abortions more often than women of the 
majority populations. 
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The low degree of contraceptive use is, however, not the only reason for elevat-
ed rates of abortion in immigrant groups. In a qualitative study, based on in-depth 
interviews, Puri et al. (2011) found for Indians in the US that induced abortions were 
a means of sex selection. Indian immigrants maintained their son preference after 
migration. Indirect evidence of sex-selective abortion among immigrant popula-
tions has also been found in other contexts, indicating elevated skewed sex ratios 
at birth, especially for higher-order births (see Dubuc/Coleman 2007 for the UK; 
Almond/Edlund 2008 and Abrevaya 2009 for the US; Singh et al. 2010 for Norway; 
Verropoulou/Tsimbos 2010 for Greece; Ray et al. 2012 and Almond et al. 2013 for 
Canada; González 2014 for Spain; Ambrosetti et al. 2015 for Italy; Mussino et al. 
2018 for Sweden). 
Almost all of the articles included in our systematic review of 21 journals that 
dealt with abortion were on aspects of behaviour and prevalences, and focused on 
the North American context. Only one paper investigated attitudes towards abor-
tion among international migrants in Europe. Carol/Milewski (2017) showed that 
both religious affiliation and individual religiosity influence Muslims’ attitudes to-
wards abortion. Moreover, many of these attitudes are maintained from one genera-
tion to the next. 
The paper by Nadja Milewski and Sarah Carol included in this Special Issue in-
vestigates attitudes towards abortion among descendants of Turkish migrants and 
descendants of non-migrant parents in six European countries (Milewski/Carol 
2018). The authors used data from the project on The Integration of the European 
Second Generation (TIES). Unlike in other surveys, the question regarding attitudes 
towards abortion in the TIES questionnaire distinguished between “medical” and 
“non-medical” reasons for abortion. Their results show that both groupings that 
formed the subject of the study expressed a range of attitudes, and that abortion for 
medical reasons was more accepted than abortion for non-medical reasons. How-
ever, the Turkish descendants were more likely than the non-migrants to say that 
they would never accept abortion, and there was variation by country of residence. 
The authors conclude that attitudes toward abortion among Turkish descendants 
are influenced by their family backgrounds, but also by their socialisation experi-
ences in receiving countries in Europe. These findings suggest that processes of 
cultural integration are occurring, but not the point where the attitudes of migrants 
have converged with the attitudes of non-migrants in the respective destination 
country.
2.4 Assisted reproduction
A topic that has not entered the migrant/minority fertility literature yet is the ques-
tion of unfulfilled fertility intentions. In our literature review, we did not find any 
papers on assisted reproductive technologies (ART) in the context of international 
migrants or ethnic minorities, neither on the ideational nor the behavioural dimen-
sions. In the research carried out on the general populations, ART plays an increas-
ing role in work on health care policies and fertility (Präg/Mills 2017a). This is due on 
the one hand to growing possibilities in the reproductive health care sector. On the 
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other hand, the assumed gap between fertility intentions and realisation plays a role 
in a general societal climate where fertility seems to be too low and may be viewed 
as needing to be increased at the level of the population. Accordingly, the literature 
focuses on legal conditions, cross-country variation in use, and on the question of 
the contribution of ART-related births to the TFR (Präg/Mills 2017a). 
Previous literature on cross-country variation in ART use brought up cultural 
factors as one of the possible explanations for these differences. Beliefs about the 
moral status of an embryo may play a role. In countries where fewer people think 
that the embryo becomes a human being immediately after fertilisation, the rates of 
ART use are higher (Präg/Mills 2017b). If there are cultural differences in the use of 
ART, the question arises as to whether attitudes regarding ART would also vary be-
tween immigrants and the majority population in a given country. Previous research 
on attitudes towards ART has been scarce, however. 
The study by Sonja Haug and Nadja Milewski in this Special Issue examines atti-
tudes towards ART among immigrant women and non-migrants in Germany (Haug/
Milewski 2018). The analysis is based on data collected in a pilot study conducted in 
2014 and 2015. The sample includes 960 women aged 18 to 50 who originate from 
Turkey, Poland, the Balkan countries, countries of the (Russian) Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS), or Germany. The authors study the social norm to use 
ART to have a child, the personal attitude of whether a woman would use ART 
herself, and the methods that they would consider for their own use. The results 
show that the majority of women would use ART if necessary. There is significant 
variation between the origin groups, however. Non-migrants show the lowest ac-
ceptance rates and migrants from Poland and Turkey the highest approval. There 
is also variation in the ART procedures considered for use with the migrants more 
approving of heterologous methods than non-migrants. The differences between 
the origin groups diminish only partly when controlling for further explanatory vari-
ables, i.e. gender-role attitudes, religiosity, and socio-demographic characteristics 
of the respondents. Haug/Milewski conclude that attitudes towards ART are shaped 
less by socio-demographic characteristics, but rather by cultural factors and sociali-
sation in the migrants’ countries of origin. 
3 Discussion: Conclusions and implications for future research
Our Special Issue extends the research field of migrant fertility in Europe to include 
the thematic aspects of ideals, attitudes, and intentions in fertility and family plan-
ning in Europe. In this section, we draw conclusions from the papers in our Special 
Issue and discuss implications for future research. 
First, we showed that the ideational dimension in fertility deserves scholarly at-
tention. If conclusions are drawn only from fertility behaviour, the previous research 
leads us to deduce that immigrants on average adapt quite quickly (i.e. within one 
generation) to the behaviour of the respective majority population at destination. 
The main factors behind the rather fast process towards convergence were attrib-
uted to socio-economic conditions (e.g. Andersson/Scott 2005, 2007), and conver-
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gence in fertility behaviour was interpreted as an indicator of adaptation, assimila-
tion, or cultural integration. Cultural factors – although often unobserved – were put 
forward as an explanation for persisting gaps between certain immigrant groups 
and the majority populations. The papers included in this Special Issue confirm, on 
the one hand, the role of socio-economic conditions too, because controlling for 
such factors also reduces the differentials in fertility attitudes between immigrants 
and the majority population. On the other hand, substantial differences between 
these groupings remained, and these gaps seem somehow persistent in attitudes 
more than in studies on actual behaviour. In general, it seems that there is also a 
gap between the desired and the realised number of children, as far as migrants are 
concerned. Moreover, converging levels in actual fertility behaviour seem to be the 
result of socio-economic processes, which might not be accompanied by changes 
in cultural attitudes or customs. The question arises as to why such gaps between 
intention and realisation occur and whether the reasons differ between migrants 
and members of the majority populations. Possible answers here include the longer 
time it takes to find a partner due to the discrimination of certain immigrant groups 
(Elwert 2018), higher opportunity costs for minority group members, in particular 
women, who have achieved a higher level of education and an above-average oc-
cupation; this has been proposed  in the literature as the minority status hypothesis 
(Milewski 2010). In order to address the question of the fertility gap properly, future 
research needs to study both intentions and realisation in one sample, not in sepa-
rate studies. 
Since the papers included in this Special Issue examined different institutional 
contexts, we can also conclude that this gap between immigrant/minority and ma-
jority groups varies depending on the institutional context of the countries of resi-
dence. In a country where social policies are geared heavily towards fertility, family 
life, and labour market activity (Sweden), the minority-majority gaps seem narrower 
than in a country where there is a relative absence of welfare policies (Russia). 
However, it should be noted that immigrants from countries with higher fertility 
rates show a convergence with majority fertility levels (actual behaviour) somewhat 
sooner in countries with higher fertility levels than in those countries with lowest-
low fertility. This is because the difference between origin and destination is smaller, 
e.g. when immigrants move to a Nordic country as compared to the Mediterranean. 
The same logic applies to the study of the ideal or desired numbers of children or 
fertility intentions. As a result, the comparison between emigrants and the stayers 
at origin is important in order to gain a full picture of processes of adaptation to 
destination and dissimilarity from origin. The paper by Puur et al. showed that fertil-
ity intentions among emigrants are quite similar when compared to the stayers at 
origin, with little difference between the migrant generations. This suggests a high 
degree of cultural maintenance and intergenerational transmission of the norms 
and attitudes acquired during socialisation in the country of origin.
It should also be noted that other aspects of fertility and family behaviour, such 
as the timing of births, birth spacing, or the association between marriage and child-
bearing, were shown to vary by immigrant origin group, societal context of destina-
tion, and migrant generation. At the same time, the pace of adaptation varies for 
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these aspects. In general, the conclusion that can be drawn from the literature is 
that adaptation processes occur faster in the behavioural dimensions of fertility and 
family dynamics, whereas the impact of cultural socialisation may be longer lasting. 
Hence, socio-economic factors serve as adaptation channels – while diversity in at-
titudes towards culture persists. 
Second, planned vs. unplanned fertility: Another aspect arising from the work 
presented in this Special Issue is the question regarding the extent to which fertility 
is the result of rational family planning, which is also related to cultural socialisation. 
Mussino/Ortensi analysed not only the numbers given for the question on the ideal 
size of the family, but also the occurrence of non-numeric responses (“family size 
is up to God”; “don’t know”). The share of such responses is rather high, especially 
among some immigrant groups. Hence, this finding poses another question, name-
ly whether women originating from different settings express numeric preferences 
in the same way? Early surveys (i.e. those conducted in the 1970s) in high-fertility 
contexts had prompted concern about the usefulness of asking questions about 
intentions and preferences. In countries that had not yet undergone the transition to 
controlled fertility, demographers hypothesised that childbearing was not normally 
the subject of individual decision-making, especially for women. In such settings, 
it was unclear whether women would be able to formulate preferences or to con-
sider childbearing goals under hypothetical conditions. A series of studies reacting 
to these concerns examined and largely confirmed the overall validity of reported 
family size preferences (Hayford/Agadjanian 2011). This leads to the conclusion that 
the numeric answers are also valid for women from “transitional” fertility contexts. 
However, the categories “I don’t know” or “it’s up to God” may reflect the notion that 
respondents choosing these answers do not “plan” parenthood. These respondents 
are usually excluded from the analyses, which focus on the gap between desired 
and realised numbers of children. If the share of respondents who are unable to at-
tach a number to their fertility ideals or desired family size is higher among migrants 
than among non-migrants, the results for the group differences are likely biased. Fu-
ture research should be aware of such a bias and try to estimate how many children 
these people had at the end of their reproductive life span.
Third, other cultural aspects: Like the work on actual fertility behaviour, the pa-
pers included in this Special Issue showed variation within the migrant populations. 
The papers that compared migrant generations delivered evidence of the “in-be-
tween position” of the migrant descendants – depending on the cultural distance 
and the differences in fertility between origin and destination contexts. One of the 
crucial issues will be whether a certain immigrant group in a certain country de-
velops into a minority group and how cultural and structural/socio-economic fac-
tors interact with each other (Glick 2010). Minority groups and immigrant groups 
may overlap or be distinct from each other; or a group of migrants may develop 
gradually into a minority group over time and generations (Coleman 1994). Bean 
and Tienda (1990) listed four criteria, which together characterise minority groups. 
These are as follows: 1) each of the sub-groups constitutes only a small proportion 
of the total population of a country; 2) members of the particular group experience 
a sense of self-awareness as belonging to the group; 3) members of the particular 
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group experience a degree of discrimination by members of the majority group; 
and 4) the members of the particular group are to some extent discernible in their 
appearance as its members. 
From a demographer’s point of view, a distinct demographic behaviour is the 
fifth characteristic of a minority group. The question is which migrant groups turn 
into a minority, with distinct patterns of fertility and family formation (and which 
do not) and why? What constitutes such a sub-culture, and how is this sub-culture 
transmitted from one generation to the next? In this regard, the papers in this Spe-
cial Issue suggest that attitudes and intentions in fertility and family planning mat-
ter. Future research should therefore include more measures of culture in order 
to estimate its impact on demographic behaviour. The papers by Haug/Milewski 
and Milewski/Carol suggest that religious affiliation and religiosity may be better 
predictors of group differences than a category that accounts for the rather broad 
“migrant background” or “country of origin”. The question of which indicator is use-
ful will become more important in the next migrant generations, i.e. generation 3+, 
when migration-related variables such as the country of birth or the year of the in-
ternational move will no longer work because these generations are not affected by 
the migration event of their ancestors anymore. Instead, they are affected by sociali-
sation into a minority culture and/or the experience of discrimination and inherited 
socio-economic inequalities.
Other items that deserve attention in order to understand the cultural side of 
migrant and minority fertility are norms and attitudes towards the relationship be-
tween marriage and sex. Non-marital childbearing was shown to be less common in 
certain migrant groups than in the respective majority populations in Europe (Carl-
son 1985), mainly in groups originating from countries where marriage is almost 
universal and childbearing is exclusive to marriage, such as countries with a Muslim 
tradition. Few studies, however, focus on migrants from countries where matriar-
chal family traditions persist (such as in the Caribbean) or where the connections 
between marriage, sexual intercourse and childbearing are not as strong (such as 
for migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa). They suggest that the patterns of marriage 
and childbearing continue, at least to a certain extent, even after migration (Kulu/
Hannemann 2016). In addition, literature on minority groups in the US focuses on 
early sexual debut, the below-average use of contraceptives, and high teenage birth 
rates, which result in a rather high risk of unintended pregnancies and lone mother-
hood in the absence of a strong marriage norm. By contrast, in minority groups that 
emphasise the norm of virginity at marriage and where marriage is the dominant 
living arrangement, an early entry into motherhood would be less associated with 
social problems. In order to understand the association between marriage and fam-
ily formation, such as the age at first childbirth, it is necessary to look at the norms 
regarding the relationship between sexual activity and marriage, the interplay with 
other processes in the transition to adulthood – such as leaving the parental home 
and marriage (Milewski 2010) – as well as the age norm at first childbirth (Holland/
de Valk 2013).  
Fourth, aspects of gender roles and gender-role attitudes: The papers included 
in this Special Issue address the role of “gender” – which is also highly intertwined 
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with culture and cultural differences – in fertility and family planning in several 
ways. The inclusion of both women and men in Carlsson’s paper is of additional 
value, not only for research on fertility intentions, but also for research on immigrant 
fertility in general as hardly any attention has been paid to men’s fertility in previ-
ous literature. Carlsson shows that men and women of the first migrant generation 
do not significantly differ in their higher-than-non-migrant intentions. By contrast, 
gender differences appear in the generations 1.5 and 2; while migrant women state 
similar intentions to the majority group, migrant men are more likely than majority 
group men to state a positive fertility intention. This suggests that migrant women 
adapt to the socio-demographic context at destination more quickly than men. The 
question remains as to why these gender differences occur. We may speculate here 
that the (opportunity) costs for children are higher for women than for men, and 
therefore adaptation appears faster among migrant women than men. Mussino/
Ortensi and Haug/Milewski illustrated that attitudes towards gender equality also 
shape fertility attitudes and account for differences between immigrants and non-
migrants in Europe.  
Sex preferences for children is another aspect worth studying. Signs of sup-
port for traditional ideals related to fertility have also been found regarding sex 
preference for children: an example in this sense is the persistence of a preference 
for having a boy, as evidenced by the imbalance in sex birth ratios among immi-
grants from selected backgrounds (e.g. Ambrosetti et al. 2015; Mussino et al. 2018). 
Moreover, the topic of sex preferences for children should also be implemented in 
questions on attitudes. The “European” preference seems to be to have one child 
of each sex; families who have two children of the same sex were found to be more 
likely to have a third child even if in some Nordic countries there is a shift towards 
a preference for having a girl (Andersson et al. 2006, 2007; Miranda et al. 2018). 
However, certain immigrants originating from countries where the norm is to have 
at least one son, exhibit a higher and faster transition rate to having a third child if 
the first two children were daughters (Hampshire et al. 2012; Lillehagen/Lyngstad 
2018; Mussino et al. 2019). 
So far, previous research in Europe investigated the actual sex ratio in a given 
population or the transition to a subsequent child controlling for the sex of the previ-
ous child(ren). The conclusions drawn still remain somewhat speculative; the gap 
between preferences and actual offspring composition may be greater than meas-
ured in behaviour. The decision of parents to have another child may be driven not 
only by their preferences and by the sex composition of the previous children, but 
may also be influenced by socio-economic conditions, union/family history, bio-
logical ability and the experiences of previous births (to give just a few examples). 
Hence, the direct question on preferences would reveal the extent of the gap in the 
sex preferences for children between minorities and majority populations, but also 
within the immigrant population. The question of sex preferences is central to atti-
tudes towards gender roles – gender equality is one of the core elements with which 
European societies identify themselves and differential sex preferences for children 
seem to contradict this identity and the notion of gender equality. 
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Fifth, family planning methods: Another research topic that is interesting to 
study is the question of family planning methods, i.e. what methods of contracep-
tion are used and how unintended pregnancies are perceived. It seems likely that 
persons who do not “plan” to have children do not use contraceptives or start us-
ing them only after a certain parity. We think it likely that this heterogeneity will 
also lead to growing disparities in unintended pregnancies and the resulting conse-
quences, such as negative health and developmental outcomes for mothers, chil-
dren and families (Hayford/Guzzo 2013). Studies on the US showed that the rates of 
unintended pregnancies and induced abortions are disproportionally higher among 
blacks than among whites, and that racial and ethnic differences in fertility persist 
even after socio-economic characteristics and relationship status are accounted for 
(Barber et al. 2015). This is largely because, relative to white women, black women 
had higher rates of sex without contraception in adolescence and partly because 
they are more likely to have grown up with a single parent (Barber et al. 2015). 
In order to understand the processes, meanings, and motivations for cultural 
maintenance or changes in demographic behaviour of immigrants, it is not suffi-
cient to count numbers, be it either the desired or the realised number of children. 
It is also necessary to understand how these numbers are “achieved”. In this re-
gard, birth control arises as a topic. Future research on migrant fertility and cultural 
integration should also look at attitudes towards and the use of contraception be-
cause contraception and abortion are interrelated (Miller/Valente 2016). Access to 
both contraception and abortion are reproductive rights that are central to women’s 
self-determination and gender equality. If migrant women in the new destination 
context are to gain access to equal opportunities (even gradually over generations), 
this topic deserves special attention in policies, education, and research on gender 
equality and public health. Related to the attitudes towards family planning and the 
use of contraception is the question of knowledge and access. Clearly, methods 
of contraception, assisted reproductive technologies, or health care services for 
induced abortion can only be used when there is knowledge about the availability 
thereof and when there is access thereto. 
It is now clear that the heterogeneity of migrants to Europe as well as between 
European countries is already quite substantial and is growing. As we emphasised 
the importance of cultural assimilation and specifically attitudes, norms, and inten-
tions on fertility as well as on family planning practices, the respective questions 
obviously need to be included in data collections as well. To date, some of the 
topics that we suggested for study are barely included in data collections at all, 
such as attitudes towards abortion or assisted reproduction. These topics would 
be interesting for both minority and majority groups because huge variations in at-
titudes are also apparent among the majority populations. Other topics, such as the 
question of planned parenthood or contraception, seem to have disappeared from 
the European research agenda. As far as immigrants from countries where modern 
contraception is not available are concerned, the question arises as to whether they 
adapt to reproductive health issues in Europe. An effort should therefore be made 
to also include such items in data collections.
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Coming back to our research question, we end this introductory chapter by con-
cluding that fertility can serve as a good indicator of immigrants’ integration only if 
both socio-economic and cultural aspects are taken into account. First, studies on 
fertility behaviour with respect to timing and numbers should be complemented 
by the ideational dimension, such as norms, attitudes and intentions, the possible 
gaps between behaviour and intention as well as the reasons for such gaps. Sec-
ond, the practice of family planning and family formation should be investigated in 
more detail, e.g. the association between marriage and childbearing and contra-
ception. Third, future research – not only demographic studies – needs to discuss 
appropriate indicators regarding what constitutes a “minority culture”, especially if 
integration processes over more than two generations are to be investigated, and 
it needs to develop theoretical frameworks for demographic processes and change 
in multicultural societies.
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